Participation and spectatorship in Tino Sehgal's These Associations

Antje Hildebrandt
As a visitor to Tate Modern in London in
French philosopher Jean-Luc Nancy addresses the inherent contradictions of community (the 'we') and freedom of the 'I' in Being Singular Plural (2000) .
The book takes as its premise the thought that there is no Being (Heidegger's
Dasein) without Being-with (Mitsein). To put it differently: whereas for
Heidegger Being is essentially a solitary mode, Nancy argues that there is no existence without coexistence. Community comes prior to individual being which is only made possible through shared modes of understanding.
Community is not the end product of a gathering of individuals but its precondition.
These Associations can be read as a symbolic and practical example of Nancy's Being-with through its negotiating modes of subjectivity and togetherness. The piece raises the issue of how a 'community' could be seen as pluralist, neither a unified singular group nor a dispersed multitude of individuals. The different modes or models of collectivity were explored in the somewhat forced and artificial singing moments but also in the 'slow walk', in which we, a group of 70 people, had to negotiate two separate sub-tasks: first, to accelerate or decelerate from an extremely slow walk to full-on sprinting, or One of the things that surprised me most about the project was that although there seemed to be a deliberate letting go of control by the artist over the work (something that Sehgal himself admitted was necessary), there was never a situation in which things spiralled totally out of control. There were no moments of anarchy, rebellion or chaos within the group, even though it might have looked like that from the outside. I often asked myself why we did not refuse to follow a game or sequence and instead stepped aside or simply lay down on the floor for a while. This seemed not simply a logistical problem.
Sehgal very cleverly gave us just enough self-determination that we were happy to play along dutifully within the confines he had set for us. Perhaps, This …acts as signature but also to frame the situation so it can become a work because the boundaries between interpreter, viewer and artwork are so fluid. It also gives it value and places emphasis on the here and now of the situation and that it matters, it is important. The crux of our conversations with visitors, which went straight into the story or subject matter without any form of personal introduction, evolved around one rule only: if the visitor asked anything about the structure, practicalities or logistics of the work or wanted to talk about the concept, context or content of the piece itself, we had to leave. This was perhaps the most difficult and paradoxical moment in the work for both participant and visitor as it produced a rupture, a break in the relationship. In this moment we became acutely aware that we were in an artificial situation; that we were in a museum talking to strangers, engaging with an art object, doing the 'art'. This very realization 10 produced a distancing which we were actually, at the same time, trying to overcome in these private encounters.
A further paradox was the 'off topic' of art in our conversations with visitors, since many of the participants were working in or connected to the cultural sector, perhaps not directly as performers or dancer but as writers, journalists, curators, academics, philosophers, art students, photographers, etc. In our conversations with visitors we had to deny, to some extent, a large part of ourselves by shifting or even concealing part of our identities. Sehgal suggested to us that to talk about art in the space of art has a doubling effect that distracts from the 'real' or 'actual' experience in the here and now (2012: my notes). The piece then risks becoming a self-reflective exercise about the how rather than the what. Even though I agree to some extent, his theoretical argument does not reconcile the bitter disappointment that always brought us back to the recognition that we were the artwork and that there was no escape from the objectification of our experiences in the service of the work.
One could argue that at its roots, the word art comes from artificiality which points towards the artificial nature of any artwork. Yet, in These Associations we were encouraged to be ourselves; to tell true, 'authentic' stories and to make each encounter with a visitor into a unique, tailored and meaningful experience for them (and us) . The intimacies that we shared with the visitors depended on a degree of anonymity that the context of the artwork provided. change was implemented in a person's life, even though we (both visitor and participant) were both fully aware of the artificial frame of the art object and the temporal limits of our encounter.
In conclusion, I have sought to draw out several paradoxes in Tino Sehgal's
These Associations in order to show some of the complex issues at play in one specific example of his artistic practice. Participating in and thinking about his work has raised, and continues to raise, many questions for me. These questions are relevant to contemporary choreographic practices as they address, indirectly or directly, issues such as the relationship between dance and visual art (particularly participatory and socially engaged art practices), dance in the museum, dance and objecthood, dance and documentation, dance and transmission, social choreography and choreography in the expanded field and as expanded practice. Moreover, These Associations bought to the forefront (symbolically and practically) important societal, 13 political and cultural terms such as individualism, togetherness and collective action. Ultimately, the work asks us how we want to relate to and interact with each other in the world, a question that seems important to consider now more than ever.
